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Summary 

Nearly all of the outstanding debt of the federal government is subject to a statutory limit, which 
is set forth as a dollar limitation in 31 U.S.C. 3 101(b). From time to time, Congress considers and 
passes legislation to adjust or suspend this limit. 

The annual budget resolution is required to include appropriate levels of the public debt for each 
fiscal year covered by the resolution. The budget resolution, however, does not become law. 
Therefore, the enactment of subsequent legislation is necessary in order to implement budget 
resolution policies, including changes to the statutory limit on the public debt. In addition, 
Congress may consider adjustments to the public debt limit outside the context of the budget 
resolution, such as when the House and Senate are unable to agree on a budget resolution or when 
the current debt limit is not sufficient to meet existing financial obligations. 

Under current legislative procedures, the House and Senate may originate and consider legislation 
adjusting the debt limit in several different ways. They may consider such legislation under 
regular legislative procedures, either as freestanding legislation or as a part of a measure dealing 
with other topics. Alternatively, they may change the debt limit as part of the budget 
reconciliation process provided for under the Congressional Budget Act of 1974. The House also 
has originated debt limit legislation under its former House Rule XXVIII (the so-called 
“Gephardt rule”); the House repealed the rule at the beginning of the 1 12 th Congress (2011-2012). 
In addition, Congress has twice established special procedures for congressional disapproval of 
adjustments to the debt limit authorized by certain statutes. 

During the period from 1 940 to the present, Congress and the President have enacted a total of 95 
measures adjusting the public debt limit — 76 under regular legislative procedures in both 
chambers, 1 5 under the Gephardt rule, and four under reconciliation procedures. 

This report will be updated as developments warrant. 
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Introduction 

Nearly all of the outstanding debt of the federal government is subject to a statutory limit. 1 For 
years, the public debt limit has been codified in Section 3101(b) of Title 31 of the United States 
Code. Periodic adjustments to the debt limit typically have taken the form of amendments to 3 1 
U.S.C. 3101(b), usually by striking the current dollar limitation and inserting a new one. In recent 
years, such legislation has taken the form of suspending the debt limit through a date certain, with 
an increase to the dollar limit made administratively at the end of the suspension period. 2 

The congressional budget process provides for the annual adoption of a concurrent resolution on 
the budget, which sets forth appropriate levels of the public debt — along with levels of revenues, 
spending, and the deficit or surplus — for the upcoming fiscal year and at least four additional 
years. 3 The budget resolution, however, does not become law. Therefore, subsequent legislation is 
necessary in order to implement budget resolution policies, including changes to the statutory 
limit on the public debt. In addition, Congress may consider adjustments to the public debt limit 
outside the context of the budget resolution, such as when the House and Senate are unable to 
agree on a budget resolution or when the current debt limit is not sufficient to meet existing 
financial obligations. 



Legislative Procedures for Adjusting the Public 
Debt Limit 

Under current legislative procedures, the House and Senate may originate and consider legislation 
adjusting the debt limit in several different ways. They may consider such legislation under 
regular legislative procedures, either as freestanding legislation or as a part of a measure dealing 
with other topics. Alternatively, they may change the debt limit as part of the budget 
reconciliation process provided for under the Congressional Budget Act of 1974. 4 In addition, 
Congress has twice established special procedures for congressional disapproval of adjustments 
to the debt limit authorized by certain statutes. Finally, the House has originated debt limit 
legislation under its former House Rule XXV111 (the so-called Gephardt rule); the House repealed 
the rule at the beginning of the 1 1 2 th C ongress (2011-2012). 

Although the Constitution requires that revenue measures originate in the House, this requirement 
is not considered to apply to debt limit measures. 5 Over the years, however, most debt limit 



1 In a few instances, agencies such as the Tennessee Valley Authority operate within their own borrowing limits 
established separately in law. For a discussion of federal debt, the debt limit, and debt management practices, see the 
Office of Management and Budget, Budget of the United States Government, Fiscal Year 2016, Analytical 
Perspectives, pp. 31-46. For an additional discussion of issues related to increasing the debt limit, see CRS Report 
RL3 1967, The Debt Limit: History and Recent Increases. 

2 See, for example, S. 540, which suspended the debt limit through March 15, 2015 (P.L. 1 13-83, enacted on February 
15, 2014). For further infonnation on recent debt limit legislation, see CRS Report R43389, The Debt Limit Since 2011. 

3 The congressional budget process is provided for by the Congressional Budget Act of 1974, as amended (codified at 2 
U.S.C. 601-688). 

4 The Senate adopted a rule prohibiting the consideration of a budget reconciliation bill, pursuant to the FY2016 budget 
resolution, that “would increase the public debt limit” (see Section 2001(b) of S. Con. Res. 11, 1 14 th Congress). 

5 See the discussion under section “Other Legislation and the Origination Clause” of CRS Report RL31399, The 
(continued...) 
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